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INTRODUCTION 
 
Descriptively, the left periphery is everything that comes before the canonical 
position of the subject. Typically, the left periphery does not codify any 
argumental position, that is, the elements that occupy it do not receive any extra 
specific thematic role or special case. For instance, in the sentence in (1b), zhe 
ben shu « this book » is the direct object of the verb mai « buy ». However, zhe 
ben shu precedes the subject, instead of following the verb, and still maintains its 
thematic value, as the patient and object complement of the verb.  
 
(1a) Lisi shengri de shihou, wo xiang 
 Lisi birthday conn when I think 
 song  gei ta zhe ben shu 
 give.as.present to him this clas book  
 Hao  ma? 
 good interr  
 « When it is Lisi’s birthday, I would like to give this book as a present to 
 him. » 
(1b) Bu  hao.  Zhe ben shu, Lisi yijing 
 Not  good. This CLAS book Lisi already  
 kan le. 
 read PART 
 « As for this book, Zhangsan has already read it. » 
 
   In other words, the left periphery does not relate straightforwardly with the 
propositional content of the sentence (thematic relations, tense etc…). Rather, 
the left periphery is an area dedicated to the codification of the so-called 
information structure (IS) of the sentence.1 In this respect, it is the area that 
relates the structure of the sentence with its use in the context of utterance. 
Generally in all languages, IS concerns the way in which information is formally 
packaged within a sentence: 
 
 following Chafe (1976), «[information structure] is the packaging of 
information that meets the immediate communication needs of interlocutors, i.e. 
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1 The term information structure has been introduced by Halliday (1967). 
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the techniques that optimize the form of the message with the goal that it be well 
understood by the addressee in the current attentional state.» (Féry & 
Krifka 2008: 1).  
 
   IS, therefore, codifies the highlighting of new material, called focus, or the 
identification of given material, called topic.2 Languages mark IS distinctions by 
means of different syntactic strategies, which always seem to have a relationship 
with prosody: focus (new information) tends to be prosodically prominent, while 
topic (given information) tends to form a separate prosodic phrase with respect 
to the rest of the clause. Crucially, IS roles are often associated with sentence 
positions. The example in (1b) is a typical case of topicalization in Mandarin: the 
object complement holds the initial position of the clause. The object still has its 
thematic role lincensed by the verb, but its position is different from the 
canonical one, after the verb.3 The left periphery is thus the area at the beginning 
of the clause that codifies the pragmatic relevance of information within the 
sentence, in relation to the linguistic and extra-linguistic context in which it 
occurs. As it will be illustrated in Section 2, the concept of topic plays an 
important role within the field of Chinese linguistics.  
 
   When we speak about right periphery in Mandarin, we refer to final particles 
that occur at the end of a sentence or an utterance. Final particles can be 
pragmatic or clause type markers. They occur in different contexts and convey 
either the type  of sentence, or emotive, epistemic, evidential, and attitudinal 
nuances within a particular discourse context (see Li 2006, Yap, Yang & Wong 
2013, Paul 2014). The presence of the final particles in conversation is massive  
(Li 2006 :1), however their syntactic positions, precise meanings and functions 
and their variation in dialectal varieties is still object of debate among linguists 
working on Chinese language. I will illustrate sentence final particles with more 
details in Section 3.  
 
   Both the left and the right periphery have been the object of a number of 
studies in different approaches of Chinese linguistics. Why have the left and the 
right periphery been so attractive and deeply studied in Chinese? Why is it 
necessary to distinguish left from right periphery and analyse them as two 
different syntactic areas? What issues have been resolved so far and what are the 
main issues still open for future research? This paper aims at answering the 
                                                            
2 The phenomena related to information structure and the identification of new versus 
given information have been considered by different linguistic schools, perhaps the most 
influential one is the Prague School (founded by Vilém Mathesius in the 1920’s). 
3 In this article, I assume that the canonical word order of Chinese clauses is SVO. 
However, Modern Chinese exhibits both SVO and SOV patterns. These mix-properties 
constitute counterexample to the categorizations made in Greenberg (1966) of universal 
word order patterns. These facts have motivated much debate over whether to treat the 
Chinese language as purely SOV or SVO at some level of abstraction (Tai 1973, Mei 
1980, Chu 1980, Peyraube 1996). 
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questions listed above, illustrating some of the main achievements and 
conclusions related to the left and right periphery in Chinese linguistics.   
 
1. LEFT PERIPHERY 
 
   The early definition of Mandarin as a topic-prominent language (Li & 
Thompson 1976, 1981) has risen a vivid interest for topic structures in Mandarin, 
which has lead to the development of a number of studies from a syntactic, 
pragmatics and prosodic point of view. What is a topic? At the pragmatic level, a 
topic is commonly recognized as  
 
«what the sentence is about and it refers to something about which the 
speaker assumes the person listening to the utterance has some knowledge (Li & 
Thompson 1981:15)».4  
 
   Syntactically speaking, as observed in example (1), topic in Chinese is 
everything that comes above the canonical subject position. The initial position 
of the topic is a marked position, since it contrasts with the canonical  SVO 
word-order. The topic structure configuration is generally conceived as 
consisting of two parts: the topicalized element, that invariably occurs before the 
subject, and the comment, a clause that follows the topic and says something 
about it.5 Prosodically, a topic can be followed by a pause that sets it apart from 
the rest of the sentence,6 or it can be separated from the clause by particle, such 
as a, ya, me, ne, ba. The definition proposed by Li & Thompson (1976, 1981), 
which regards Mandarin as a topic-prominent language, raised a number of 
questions related to the different nature and properties of a topicalized element 
with respect to the subject.7 Li & Thompson (1976) focus their attention on the 
difference between a topicalized element and a subject with reference in 
particular to the fact that the two elements have a different relationship with the 
verb. A subject must have a direct relationship with the verb, while a topic need 
not. This last observation can be exemplified by the following, well-known 
example (Li & Thompson, 1981 : 34): 
                                                            
4 For a different view of topic interpretation in Mandarin, see Paul (2015). 
5 The proposal related to the topic-comment articulation is due to the influential functional 
studies of the linguists of the Prague School. 
6 For studies on prosody of topic constructions in Mandarin Chinese see, for instance, 
Shen (1988), Wang & Xu (2006) among others. 
7 There have been different arguments related to the distinction or equivalence between 
subject and topic. For some linguists Chinese language displays only subject and does not 
have any topic (Lü 1979, Zhu 1982), for others Chinese has only topic, that is equal to 
subject (LaPolla 1990, 1993) however the majority agrees on the fact that topic and 
subject co-exist in Chinese (Li & Thompson 1976, 1981, Huang 1982, Li 1990, Tang 
1990, Ning 1993, Qu 1994, Shi 2000). 
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(2) Nei chang    huo, xingkui        xiaofangdui lai 
 That  CLAS fire fortunately fire-brigade come 
 de kuai. 
 CONN fast  
 «(As for) that fire, fortunately the fire brigade came fast.» 
 
   The topicalization structure in (2) is a clear example of what has come to be 
known as Chinese-style topic. When we use the label Chinese-style topic we 
intend an element which appears at the beginning of the sentence without having 
any direct relationship with the main verb: the initial constituent nei chang huo 
« that fire », indeed, is not linked to the verb by any thematic relation, but it is 
the topic of what the comment is about. This type of structure seemed to be 
unique to the Chinese language and induced Li & Thompson to claim that 
Chinese is a topic-prominent language in contrast, for instance, to English, which 
is claimed to be subject-prominent. In this sense, topic-prominence has been 
conceived as a significant typological feature in terms of which different 
languages can be compared. In Chinese, the concept of subject seemed to be in 
some way less significant, while the concept of topic appeared to be quite crucial 
in explaining how Mandarin sentences work. On the basis of such influential 
ideas, a number of studies have been presented extending the research on 
Chinese topicalization to other non-Sinitic languages. Some of the numerous 
issues that emerge from this literature are the following: How is the topicalized 
element connected to the rest of the sentence? What does topic-prominence mean 
in terms of syntax and in comparison with other possibly non-Sinitic languages? 
Aside from definiteness and genericity, what are the properties that differentiate 
a topic from a subject? What is the interpretation of a topicalized element? Are 
there different types of topic?  
 
   During the 80’s and 90’ there was a broad discussion on Chinese topic 
structures among Chinese linguists from multiple perspectives. As for the 
functionalist view, along the line of Li & Thompson’s (1981, 1976 and 
subsequent work) perspective, a great number of later researchers propose a 
more comprehensive description of the characteristics of the topic phrase (Tsao 
1977, Her 1991, LaPolla 1993, Shi 1998, 2000) and its relationship with respect 
to the clause which follows it (Huang 1982, Li 1990, Xie 1992, Zhang & Fang 
1996, Tsao 1979, Xu 2001, Huang, Li & Li 2009). For instance, in (3) the topic 
is an adverbial locative phrase that can be omitted without affecting the 
grammaticality of the sentence; the topic can be a point of comparison between 
two things as in (4), while in (5) the topic is a domain (five apples) of which the 
subject (two apples) is a subset; in other cases the topic can also be an activity 
about which the following clause makes some comment (as in the example (6)). 
Notice that syntactic categories other than a noun phrase can be topicalized (as in 
(7)), and they can be multiple. 
 
(3) Nei kuai tian, daozi zhangde  hen da. 
 That piece land rice grow  very big 
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 « On) that piece of land, the rice grows very big. »(from Kroeger 2004 :23) 
 
 
(4) Wujia, Dongjing bi Beijing gui. 
 Price Tokyo than Peking expensive 
 «As for prices, Tokyo is more expensive than Peking.» (Chen 1996 : 21) 
 
 
(5) Shuiguo, ta zui xihuan pingguo. 
 Fruit  he most like apple 
 «As for fruit, he like apples best.» 
 (Xu & Langendoen, 1985 : 19) 
 
(6) Dao Meiguo  liuxue,  zhengfu  zao 
 To America  study.abroad governement early 
 guiding  le banfa. 
 stipulate PERF procedure 
 «(For) studying abroad in the United States, the government long ago set up 
 procedural regulations.» (Li & Thompson, 1981: 45) 
 
(7) Zhu, Taibei zui fangbian; chi, haishi 
 live Taipei most convenient eat still 
 Xianggang hao. 
 Hong Kong good 
 «Housing, Taipei is most convenient; eating, Hong Kong is still better.» 
 
   Another linguistic framework that focuses much attention on topicalization 
structures is Generative Grammar (Chomsky 1957 and subsequent work). J. C.-
T. Huang’s influential thesis (1982) opened up a new trend of Chinese linguistics 
research also related to the topic-comment structure of Chinese. Huang (1982, 
1987) introduced the idea that a topic structure may be derived by an operation 
called  movement. With movement, he intended an operation similar to the one 
that applies to wh-phrases in interrogative sentences in English: the element is 
licensed within the sentence, where it receives its thematic properties, and it is 
then dislocated to the beginning of the sentence. The topicalized element, thus, 
may be co-referential with a null expression (defined as a gap), that the 
dislocated movement left within the comment, noted as ∅i ) as in example (8a), 
or with an overt element, a pronoun (ta « he/him ») or a noun phrase as in (8b). 
 
(8a) Na ge laoshii, wo bu renshi  ∅i. 
 That CLAS teacher I not know 
 « That teacher, I do not know (him). » 
(8b) Na ge laoshii,  wo bu renshi tai. 
 that CLAS teacher I not know him 
 « That teacher, I do not know him. » 
 
   However, the movement proposal is problematic for topic structures like in (2), 
where the topic does not have any direct syntactic connection with the comment. 
Huang’s proposal led off a number of investigations in theoretical linguistics on 
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the relations between topic and comment and their syntactic derivation. For the 
movement approach see, for instance, Shi (1992, 2000), Aoun and Li (2003), 
while perhaps one of the most known works opposing the movement hypothesis 
is Xu & Langendoen (1985) (see also Xu 1986, which defines the topic as a 
major category from which the comment is a sentence independently formed, 
and Pan & Hu 2008).8, 9 
 
   The last fundamental point of contention worth to be mentioned is about 
another construction that is strictly related to the left periphery: the lian... dou/ye 
structure (even-construction). Lian... dou construction is included in the studies 
of the left periphery because lian and the following constituent may appear 
before the subject (the so-called ‘sentence external lian’ in opposition to the lian 
located below the subject canonical position, called ‘sentence internal lian’). 
Paris (1979, 1998, 1999) gave a detailed description of lian… dou, pointing out 
some differences between the sentence external lian... and sentence internal 
lian… (see also Tsai 1994, Shyu 1995, 2004, Hole 2004, Badan 2008 among 
many others). Paris’ research led off a number of studies on lian... dou, 
particularly concerning its syntactic position, its semantics, its relation with other 
elements in the left periphery, and the role and categorization of lian and dou/ye. 
Shyu (1995) observed that lian and the phrase that follows it, is the only means 
to focalize a phrase in the left periphery in Chinese, which is generally realized 
in-situ (compare the sentence initial even-focus in (9) with with the postverbal 
contrastively focalized noun phrase in (10)). Shyu also shows different syntactic 
constraints that regulate lian and its following phrase with respect to dou/ye and 
the rest of the sentence (see also Tsai 1994).  
 
(9) Lian zhe ben shu Lisi dou bu xihuan. 
 even this CLAS book Lisi all not like 
 «Even this book, Lisi does not like.» 
 
(10a) Lisi bu xihuan ZHE BEN SHU10 
 Lisi not like this CLAS book 
 Lisi bu xihuan ZHE BEN SHU11 
 
(10b) *ZHE BEN SHU Lisi bu xihuan12 
                                                            
8 Huang continued the debate with his (1987) article.  
9 For an overview of the debate related to movement versus base-generation in Chinese 
see Huang, Li & Li (2009). 
10 In formal linguistic literature, generally a focalized element is written with capital 
letters, which indicate the prominent or at least strong stress that very often characterizes 
a focus utterance. 
11 In formal linguistic literature, generally a focalized element is written with capital 
letters, which indicate the prominent or at least strong stress that very often characterizes 
a focus utterance. 
12 While the focalization of a phrase in the left periphery is not allowed in Chinese as 
shown in (8b), it is a very common strategy in other language, for instance in Italian:  
(i) QUESTO LIBRO, a  Lisi  non  piace. 
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 this  CLAS book Lisi not like 
 «Lisi does not like THIS BOOK.» (intended, for instance, not THAT BOOK)  
  
   While the syntactic analysis on lian... dou/ye construction is quite exhaustive 
(see also Paul 2005, Badan 2007, Badan and Del Gobbo 2010), there is still no 
consensus related to the categorization of lian13 and the role of dou/ye.14  
   The lian... dou construction analysed as the realization of focus (or contrastive 
topic) in the left periphery, opened a deep debate related to wh-fronting 
phenomena: differently from English, for example, in Chinese a wh-element is 
left in its position within the sentence, but there are cases in which the wh- item 
appears in the left periphery, that is, it is fronted (in an example such as (11)) :  
 
(11) Shenme Zhangsan mai le ? 
 what  Zhangsan buy PERF 
 «What has Zhangsan bought ?» (from Wu 1999 :82) 
  
   The interpretation of the fronted wh- as a topic (Tang 1988, Wu 1999) or focus 
(Cheung 2008) in the left periphery is still a controversial point of contention 
(see Pan (2007) and Paul (2015: 198-199). 
   With the development of the cartographic approach (Cinque 1999 and 
subsequent work), the interest in the investigation of the left periphery in 
Chinese brought about a new wave of research, which aimed at studying how the 
topic-prominence property of Chinese is realized in terms of syntactic structure. 
According to the cartographic approach, the left periphery is conceived as the 
portion of the sentence that links the clause to the discourse domain (see Rizzi 
1997). It is the area where topic and focus are syntactically realized on the basis 
of a fix word order and undergoing syntactic constraints. Comparing Mandarin 
to other (non-Sinitic) languages, some research has been done in order to give a 
detailed description of the different types of topic (and focus), their direct 
correspondence to precise syntactic positions within the left periphery, and their 
link to the rest of the sentence (Paul 2005, Badan 2007, Badan & Del Gobbo 
2010). These studies propose a fine-grade syntactic analysis of the one-to-one 
correspondences between pragmatic/semantic interpretations and syntactic 
positions, showing differences and similarities with non-Sinitic languages. Some 
of the findings can be sketchily resumed as follows: (i) topicalized elements 
                                                                                                                                      
 This  book to Lisi not like 
 « THIS BOOK, Lisi doesn’t like. » (intended: not THAT BOOK)  
13 Lian has been defined in many different ways: preposition (Shi 1956, Gao 1957, Chao 
1968); additive particle (Xing 2004); focusing adverb (Tsai 1994, 2004); focus particle 
(Hagège 1975, Gao 1994, Shyu 2004); minor functional head (Badan 2007). 
14 For some unknown reasons, lian…dou/ye has been mainly analyzed focusing more on 
the presence of dou, than that of ye. Like lian, dou has been analyzed in many different 
ways:  adverbial element (Chao 1968, Alleton 1972, Lü 1980, Lee 1986, Cheng 1995), 
quantifier (Chiu 1990, 1993); adverb (Lin 1998); distributive element (Wu 1999); 
maximality operator (Cheng & Giannakidou 2006, Badan 2007); focalizer/focus head 
(Gao 1994, Shyu 1995).  
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always precede focalized elements in the left periphery; (ii) it is possible to 
isolate very different types of topics that appear in different pragmatic and 
syntactic contexts (hanging topic, left dislocation, aboutness topic…); (iii) every 
topic occupies a precise syntactic position within the left periphery and obeys 
distinct syntactic constraints; (iv) there is a clear syntactic and semantic 
distinction between a topic which is syntactically moved and it has a direct link 
with its referent within the clause (like in (1B) above) and a topic that is base-
generated in the left periphery, in the sense that it does not have a direct link with 
an element in the clause (like in (2)).  
 
2. RIGHT PERIPHERY 
 
   The term right periphery in Chinese linguistics commonly refers to the 
particles that occur at the end of a sentence or utterance, such as ma, me, ne, ba, 
a/ya, ou, le and so on. Many scholars studied final particles in different contexts 
and list an array of meaning for each of them (Chao 1968, Li & Thompson 1981, 
Chappell 1991, Chu  1985, 1998, 2002, 2006, Chu & Chi 1999, Wu 2004, among 
others). Most particles can occur in different contexts and serve different 
functions, so that « linguists have had considerable difficulty in arriving at a 
general characterization of each of them » (Li & Thompson 1981 : 238). The 
unclear picture of the final particles system led to a number of questions : (i) is it 
possible to group different kinds of particles on the basis of their common 
functions? (ii) What is the syntax of final particles within the sentence? (iii) How 
are the final particles linked to the rest of the sentence? (iv) Since the co-
occurrence of more than one particle is possible, is it possible to identify any 
ordering restrictions? And how do final particles interact between each other?  
   As for the first question, it is now clear that we can classify the final particles 
in two main groups: 1. type-clause markers, that is particles that have more 
substantial semantic content and/or syntactic functions, since they indicate the 
type of the sentence, also called ‘force’, such as for examples questions and 
exclamatives; and 2. pragmatic/discourse markers, that is particles that serve 
important discourse functions in the sense that they enhance relevance of the 
host utterance to its context (from Chu 2009 :282). 
 
   A type-clause particle is, for instance, ma. The particle ma, at the end of a 
sentence, indicates that the clause has an interrogative force, that is the particle 
ma turns a declarative sentence into an interrogative (compare example (12a) 
with (12b). 
 
(12a)   Ni xihuan zhe ben shu. 
  You like this CLAS book 
 «You like this book.» 
(12b)   Ni xihuan zhe ben shu ma ? 
 you  like this CLAS book INTERR 
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 «Do you like this book ?» 
 
    The discourse markers are also called ‘modality’ markers (or yúqìcí « mood 
words ») in the sense that their function is to relate to the conversational context 
in various ways the utterance to which they are attached and to indicate how this 
utterance is to be taken by the hearer  (Li & Thompson 1981 : 317).  
 
   In other words, they have discourse functions related to the interlocutor’s and 
speaker’s commitment to the truth of the proposition. For instance, me indicates 
obviousness or disagreement (Chappell 1991, Chu 1998)(see example (13)). A 
common property of modality markers is that their presence does not change the 
type of the sentence and does not affect grammaticality. 
 
 Context : A student points out why one of his personal first names is « Xiong » 
⎯ a character found in the name for the Taiwanese city of Gaoxiong: 
  
(13) Wo jia zhuzai Gaoxiong me 
 I home live.at Gaoxiong PART 
 «You see, Gaoxiong’s my hometown.» 
 (from Kubler & Ho 1984 :63, cited by Chappell 1991) 
 
The earliest studies on final particles concentrate on their semantic and 
pragmatic properties, while in more recent work their structural properties have 
attracted a good deal of attention. An important number of publications in formal 
linguistics show that final particles also perform grammatical functions and 
occupy certain positions in the sentence structure just like any other element in 
the clause. In contrast with what is claimed traditionally, final particles do not 
occur randomly. In particular, Li (2006) and Paul (2014), observe that when 
more than one particle is attached to a sentence, they are arranged in a rigid 
order, and they have a full-fledged categorical status. Importantly, the syntactic 
analyses of sentence final particles highlighted a typological « oddity » of 
Chinese, in the sense that, while the presence of sentence final particles in SOV 
language is not uncommon, Chinese, despite its predominantly SVO word order, 
is rich of particles. According to Greenberg (1966), if a language is SVO, it is 
also head-initial,15 which means that the head of a phrase is to be found at the 
beginning of the phrase and the rest follows; vice versa for a SOV language, 
                                                            
15 As a reviewer pointed out, Greenberg (1966 :77) specifically claims the following :  
Type II [SVO] is more strongly correlated with Pr-N [Preposition/Noun-Adjective] than 
with Po-A [Postposition/Adj-N]. It is also clear that adjective position is less closely 
related to types I [VSO], II [SVO], and III [SOV] than is the Pr/Po contrast (the 
definitions in brackets are by the reviewer). Moreover, the reviewer interestingly pointed 
out that Greenberg (1966:101) concludes the article with the following observation: 
One may further conjecture that if there are exceptions, they will be in type II [SVO], 
which, having both SV and VO which are disharmonic, can provide an anchor in either 
case for deviant genitive order. 
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which is head-final type. 16 This problem has been also investigated within the 
framework of formal linguistics in terms of Kayne’s (1994) antisymmetry of 
syntactic structures. One important consequence of Kayne’s general theory of 
word-order is that rightward adjunction is disallowed, forcing the re-analysis of a 
number of constructions, including the position of sentence final particles which 
have commonly been taken to involve such rightward adjunction (i.e. they are 
simply located in the right periphery of the clause). In other words, since final 
particles take a clause as their complement and have scope over the whole 
sentence encoding the clause-type information and the modality of the sentence, 
they are predicted to occur to the left of the sentence and not to its right. Since 
Lee & Yiu (1986) and Tang (1989), Chinese final particles have been analysed 
as complementizers occupying a position in the left periphery of the sentence 
with the subsequent movement of the whole sentence to their left (on pair with 
topicalized elements we illustrated in Section 2 above).17. In other words, the 
position of the final particles has been defined as a superficial position, because, 
in order to take the sentence it has scope over, it needs to be re-analysed in a 
position from where it can take the sentence as a subordinate (Cheng 1991, 
Cheung 2009, Gasde and Paul 1996, Sybesma & Li 2007, Hsieh & Sybesma 
2008). Sentence final particles are therefore analysed as functional categories (or 
function words) (Abney 1987, Muysken 2008). Differently from lexical 
categories like nouns or verbs, sentence final particles have the following 
properties (from Chan 2013): (i) they are destressed or in neutral tone, thus, (ii) 
they cannot appear as single words and they cannot be separated from the 
sentence they follow by any phrase, not even an intonational break ;  (iii) their 
meaning is abstract with little « descriptive content » (Abney 1987). The 
definition of sentence final particles as functional particles that, despite their 
surface order, are conceived as occupying a syntactic position preceding the 
sentence, brings about an enriched view of the left periphery. The left periphery 
is not only the area that hosts the topicalized elements, but also the zone where 
the final particles are encoded. Within the cartographic approach mentioned 
above, a number of scholars have investigated the different semantic and 
syntactic positions of the final particles in order (i) to decide which final particle 
corresponds to which functional category; (ii) to trace a detailed map of the 
syntactic positions of the final particles along with their corresponding precise 
semantic contribution; (iii) to show that every particle occupies a distinct 
syntactic position and that their positions are hierarchically ordered (when they 
co-occur, in fact, final particles obey a certain order). Within this approach, more 
recent studies assign to each particle a core semantic function and map them into 
the sentence structure.      For instance, Li (2006) (see also Hsieh & Sybesma 
2008)) proposes that ne is an evaluative particle, ba and ma are degree particles, 
                                                            
16 Some scholars (Li & Thompson 1974a, 1974b, Mei 1980, among many others) argue 
that Chinese is undergoing the change from head-initial (SVO) to head final (SOV). See 
also footnote 2. 
17 The anti-symmetry idea is to reduce the phrase structure component, which reanalyzes 
embedded classes as forming an exocentric structure (sentence ! complementizer) into 
an endocentric complementizer phrase (complementizer ! sentence). 
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while a is a discourse particle. The different types of particles occupy different 
syntactic positions in the left periphery, which are hierarchically order as 
follows: discourse marker (a), degree (ba, ma), evaluative (ne). In a more recent 
study, Paul (2014) analyses other final particles arguing for the following 
syntactic word order and semantic contribution: attitude particles (ou/(y)a/ ne), 
force particles (ma, ba, ne), low complementizers (le, laizhe, ne). 
 
   The cartographic mapping applied to final particles in Mandarin has been 
also applied to other Chinese varieties as, for example, Wenzhou dialect in Li 
(2006), Guangzhou in Fang (2003). Recently, a good number of research papers 
has dealt with Cantonese particles (Kwok 1984, Law 1990, Fung 2000, Law 
2004, Tang 2006, 2008, Sybesma & Li 2007, Lee & Pan 2010, Lam 2014). 
These studies concentrate not only on the pragmatics, but also on the phonology 
and syntax of particles. They show that it is possible to make a detailed map of 
the numerous Cantonese particles and their ordering restrictions. In particular, 
Lam’s (2014) investigation of two question Cantonese particles (me and ho) 
shows that the area where the illocutionary force is encoded should be analyzed 
at a finer level and divided in two sub-areas dedicated to two different functions: 
one that encodes the epistemic state of speaker (the particle me) and one that of 
addressee (the particle ho).  
 
However, despite the number of studies mentioned above, a unified and 
comprehensive analysis of the semantics and the syntax of final particles in 
Chinese is yet to be carried out. 
 
   To conclude this section, it is worth pointing out that in current formal 
linguistics analyses, the right periphery is also intended to host another type of 
phenomenon in Mandarin, that is to say elements that come after the final 
particles (as ni gege in example (14)), whose properties are different from those 
of topics in the left periphery. It is the syntactic area for the realization of 
afterthoughts, repairs, additive information, focus (see Lu 1980, Lee 2013, 
Cheung 2009 among others): 
 
(14) Lai le ma, ni gege ? 
 Come PERF PART you older-brother 
 «Has (he) come, your older brother ?» (Guo 1999 :1109) 
3. CONCLUSION  
   Since the early description of Chinese-style topicalization, the work on the left 
and right peripheries in Chinese has been at the centre of important results, not 
only within the domain of Chinese linguistics, but also for the development of 
the general theory of language structure and interpretation. Perhaps, the most 
valuable result is that the study of such intriguing phenomena can only be 
approached from a multifaceted perspective, which takes into account structural 
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as well as interpretive properties and looks at specific language phenomena from 
a comparative point of view. In this respect, it is significant that work that 
initially developed to address issues specific to Chinese led to results valuable 
also for the analysis of other languages, including languages that are regarded as 
typologically very distant from Chinese, as for instance Romance languages. 
 
   There is little doubt that the study of left periphery and right periphery 
phenomena has contributed to a more profound understanding of the relationship 
between Chinese grammatical structures and their communicative functions. 
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